These sorts of statements have contributed in no small part to Woolf 's reception as a writer of exceptionally skilful, but somewhat sanitised, fictions. Perhaps most famously, this legacy can be located in Elaine Showalter's A Literature of their Own, which restored Woolf 's place in literary history only to excoriate her writing for its estrangement from the body. 3 Showalter has been much criticised, but her influence persists: an article written as recently as 2003 describes 'Woolf 's horror of corporeality itself ' and attendant 'anxieties about abjection'. 4 An interrogation of Woolf 's presumed 'asepticism' is long overdue: does Woolf tidy away and systematise presentations of the body, or is the waste-producing self part of her work? The answer to both questions is 'Yes': Woolf 's exploration of the leaky human vessel begins with an undeniable kinship to the sanitation mania of her late Victorian childhood, but, as her work develops, there emerges a discernibly modernist parody of high culture by reference to the lowest bodily productions. But Woolf 's depictions move beyond high modernist fun and nostalgia: in The Years she centralises abjection, and come her final novel, Between the Acts, her narrative yields entirely to the endlessness of human waste. The first sentence of Between the Acts mentions a cesspool that sustains a metonymic function throughout; the Second World War is about to begin, and the stagnant cesspool thus points to the political quagmire Europe has become. But, more significantly, a cesspool is an antiquated, out-of-date sewage system, one that speaks of a regressive progression and, ultimately, a resignation that suffuses the book. In Between the Acts, Woolf conflates life, selves, and even the written word with human waste and its management. In so doing, she generates an exhausted and exhaustive viscerality that bears comparison with the fabulous resignation of writers that follow, and Beckett in particular.
Waste and the Self
In The Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva tells us that we learn to revoke the abject -be it spit, vomit, piss, faeces, or one's mother -in order to define ourselves. 5 More succinctly: we are not what we reject. Kristeva's supposition is far from new: in the Old Testament, an edict to the Israelites affirms that 'holiness' involves learning to cover up our own excrement, and the belief that the whole person can and should manage the body's fragmentation remains fundamental to the development of Western culture. 6 The ability to control waste distinguishes animal from human, and child from adult; the opportunity to control waste often distinguishes rich from poor. 7 The inevitable instability of these categories generates anxiety. In The History of Shit, Dominique Laporte details how the great chimera of philosophical discourse -the definition of an autonomous subject -is tied to sanitation. Noting that in sixteenth-century France a law decreed that every household was to heap its own waste against its own front wall, Laporte writes: 'Mine to see: mine to mind. Thus it was that the politics of waste branded the subject to his body, and prefigured . . . the Cartesian ideology of the I'.
8 Forced to lay claim to the waste it longs to reject, the self and its productions are venerated and shamed; perhaps nowhere does this combined response come more to the fore than in the Victorian era, a period awash in sewage mania.
Controlling waste obsessed the Victorians; in 1842 the first governmentsponsored report on urban sanitation became a bestseller. 9 Theirs was a comprehensible mania: rapid nineteenth-century urbanisation had created slums where hundreds of people often shared the same outhouse. The Victorians equated waste management with progress; they wanted excrement out of sight and out of mind, beyond the range of unpleasant odour or disease. Individuals who did not have access to proper waste facilities were labelled morally suspect, and were believed to have a lifelong fascination with all things sensual or depraved. As the Practical Guide on 'Healthy Houses ' and Sanitary Reform (1886) was not only moralistic but extended to an ideological pursuit for 'everlasting universal harmony' that emphasised systematisation, purification, utility, and progress.
11 As part of this drive for productive wholeness, the Victorians devised ways to use their own faeces as manure.
12 Their sanitation revolution impacted attitudes about the body: as faeces became a source of profit and loss, the bounds of commodification were expanded; additionally, improved sanitation generated a 'reformation of the senses [which] produced, as a necessary corollary, new thresholds of shame, embarrassment, and disgust'. 13 In other words, very public sanitation underscored the fact that individual identity was indissociable from faeces and urine. Intrigue outweighed embarrassment: sewage guides proliferated to the point that, as they continued to be published in the early twentieth century, they often began with an apology for adding to an already excessive literature.
14 Simultaneously, the belief that waste management was an index of progress was increasingly called into question.
The 1885 novel After London, or Wild England is an early indicator of sanitation scepticism.
15 Richard Jefferies's post-apocalyptic narrative envisions an England destroyed by floods; London becomes a swamp, a problem preceding its demise, as the Thames 'had become partially choked from the cloacae of the ancient city which poured into it through enormous subterranean aqueducts and drains'. Here sanitation contributes directly to the end of culture, rather than to its betterment; protagonist Felix Aquila recalls how 'the ancient city had been undermined with vast conduits, sewers, and tunnels' which filled with mephitic air and then exploded. Jefferies's novel implies that danger lurks in the systematic hiding away of waste, and he was not alone in this suggestion: recovery of the submerged proved crucial to the generation of thinkers that followed, of which Freud is the most cogent example. The well-documented 17 On the one hand, the Dadas might further the treatment of waste as a source of productivity, as art is a pivotal aspect of cultural development, and equating excrement with art is thus another way of locating waste within a framework of progress. But on the other hand human waste becomes a means by which culture is not so much progressed as radically challenged. Waste management is readily connected with revolution: Engels believed those forced to live amidst their own waste would become revolutionaries, while the reviled sewermen of Paris were among the first French labourers to secure an eight-hour working day.
18 Yet another approach is offered by modernist thinker Georges Bataille, who eschews all thoughts of social improvement or compensatory revolution in relation to waste. In The Accursed Share, Bataille argues that humanity must recognise that there is a margin of loss in all economies of production.
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The seething energy of life will always overproduce itself, and we can either spend this excess in acts of luxurious squander, or catastrophically, through pollution, warfare, and drainage. Bataille suggests that these approaches are cyclical, so that demographic excess, for instance, leads to war, after which the standard of living rises, thereby facilitating the return of wasteful, pleasurable consumption. 16 For a good overview of changing attitudes to detritus and waste, see the special issue of Modernism/Modernity entitled 'Archaeologies of the Modern'. In the introduction, Michael Shanks, Jeffrey Schnapp, and Matthew Tiews describe how acts of recollection, scavenging, recovery, and estrangement are key to the modernist period. 20 Like Bataille, Joyce knew that excrement was waste that signalled life, a paradoxically fundamental excess; hence he details micturition and defecation throughout Ulysses. Given that the novel was widely banned for precisely this sort of explicitness, it might be argued that Joyce's monumental commitment to the body and its fragmentation made truth of Victorian moralism: his immersion in excrement led to his being judged as depraved. But from a contemporary perspective Joyce's open discussion of faeces can be understood as part of a larger intention to extend the parameters of literary viscerality. Viscerality refers to perceptibility or tangibility; etymologically, it comes from viscera -the bowels -which have long been regarded as the seat of emotion or profound inner feeling. Countless critics have discussed Bloom's fantastic empathy: his heroism of forgiving, rather than fighting; the myriad, previously unplumbed ways in which he considers, as he states in 'Hades', how human desire 'grig[s] people'.
21 In acknowledging the bowels, then, we may well foster a deeper understanding of the complexities of the human being and existence.
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Woolf 's Human Waste Woolf 's work encompasses many approaches towards human waste, including, in roughly chronological order: prudery, parody, aestheticisation, and a keen viscerality. In her first novel, The Voyage Out, 23 Richard Dalloway tells Rachel Vinrace that as a conservative politician, his aim is '"Unity. Unity of aim, of dominion, of progress. The dispersion of the best 20 James Joyce, Ulysses, ed. Declan Kiberd (London 1992) pp. 166-7. 21 Ibid., p. 136. 22 My argument about viscerality is tacitly paralleled in Bakhtin's work on the grotesque. Bakhtin suggests that everyday speech and familiar environments promote open discussion of the whole body. In Bakhtin's view, urine and dung link us to the sea and the earth respectively, and as such, lend a material character to the cosmos of which we have an innate fear. Without acknowledging viscerality specifically, Bakhtin's argument moves readily from faeces to feeling. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington 1984) pp. 316-44. 23 The Voyage Out (1915), ed. Lorna Sage (Oxford 1992); page references to Woolf 's novels are given in the text. ideas over the greatest area"' ( p. 67). When Richard asks her to '"conceive the world as a whole"', Rachel queries: '"Under the streets, in the sewers, in the wires, in the telephones, there is something alive; is that what you mean? In things like dust-carts . . . You feel that all the time when you walk about London, and when you turn on a tap and the water comes?"' Richard agrees; in his view, the examples she gives are ways of understanding how '"the whole of modern society is based on co-operative effort"' ( pp. 69 -70). Later, Rachel 'tried to recall the image of the world as a live thing that Richard had given her, with drains like nerves, and bad houses like patches of diseased skin', but feels confused ( p. 88). In effect, Rachel is a modernist in conversation with a Victorian. Richard has said nothing at all about 'drains like nerves', but Rachel restores his absent viscerality, even as she mentally flounders at his belief in universal harmony through progressive approaches to all things, including the national body and its waste systems.
Many aseptic points of view arise in Woolf 's work. In To the Lighthouse, 'oppos[ition] to the waste and deformity of the world' that culminates in a need to tidy things away ( pp. 159, 149) . And like Richard Dalloway, ambitious bureaucrat Louis exults in the efficiency of his workday, observing: 'So by dint of our united exertions we send ships to the remotest parts of the globe; replete with lavatories and gymnasiums' ( p. 140). In Woolf, a desire for subjective cohesion repeatedly leads to a reverence for sanitation. Like Woolf 's characters, her narrators can demonstrate a will-to-system towards waste, an asepticism. In Jacob's Room, 26 the narrator attempts to order an overload of observations likened to 'being submerged by chaos'. Striving to stay mentally afloat, the narrator turns gratefully to 'system [ that includes 'bridges and aqueducts' ( pp. 91-2). Earlier, the narrator has claimed that London belongs to the masses, '[a] homeless people, circling beneath the sky whose blue or white is held off by a ceiling cloth of steel filings and horse dung shredded to dust'; integral to this waste-defined cityscape is the area, 'Beneath the pavement, sunk in the earth, [where] hollow drains lined with yellow light for ever conveyed them this way and that' ( p. 88). Aqueducts and drains are fundamental touchstones of the past and the mainstay of new technologies like the Underground; emblematic sanitation systems, they order the waste products of the mind, perception, and lived space.
Like Joyce, Woolf can also exhibit a playful attitude towards waste: it is surely not an accident that as the reviled Charles Tansley of To the Lighthouse walks into town with Mrs Ramsay, the 'extraordinary pride' he takes in the loveliness of his companion is enhanced by 'a man digging in a drain' who stops his work to gaze as they pass ( p. 22). Snobbish Tansley feels his status elevated by a man in a gutter: high culture is exposed as unwittingly dependent for its identity on low. Like the Dadas, Woolf is also prepared to equate waste with art: in Jacob's Room a woman 'squatt[ing] in a ditch' is an example of 'beauty itself ' ( p. 158). Here we are witness to an aestheticisation of the behaviours and locales associated with excretion; so pronounced is this process that it takes us into the realm of the ideal. But Woolf 's attempts to turn waste into art do not always succeed. In Mrs Dalloway, 27 another woman in a drain is compared to an ancient spring; her voice 'issued from so rude a mouth, a mere hole in the earth', and her song 'streamed away in rivulets over the pavement . . . fertilizing, leaving a damp stain' ( p. 106). Her song regenerates, yet Rezia Warren Smith describes her as fallen: 'Suppose one's father, or somebody who had known one in better days had happened to pass, and saw one standing there in the gutter?' ( p. 108). The last word is given to the song itself: 'Cheerfully, almost gaily, the invincible thread of sound wound up into the air like the smoke from a cottage chimney, winding up clean beech trees . . . "And if someone should see, what matter they?"' ( p. 108). Woolf strives for a carelessness that fails: the narrative riposte is not quite gay, and the beech trees are redemptively clean. Nevertheless, this wispish note of defiance signals Woolf 's willingness to rethink Victorian attitudes about waste. And she was entirely cognizant of these Victorian attitudes: her novella Flush 28 includes an extended description of the mid-nineteenth-century slums of London, 'cells of brick intersected by lanes which ran with filth ' ( p. 53 dog, is outraged by the distinction between rich and poor in a way that is both comical, and calls into question the better-off London citizens who let these deplorable conditions stand.
Flush is captivated by smells and tastes both savoury and unsavoury, and this narrative attentiveness to viscerality flows naturally into Woolf 's next novel. The Years is a culminating point in Woolf 's representation of the abject, as she incessantly foregrounds the body and its productions.
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As the chapter on 1908 begins, a wind blows cruelly, destructively, 'revelling in sheer sterility'. The wind refuses to organise or regenerate filth, but toys with it relentlessly: 'It tossed up rotten leaves, gave them another span of degraded existence; scorned, derided them, yet had nothing to put in the place of the scorned, the derided. Down they fell.' The sterile wind only scatters detritus still further:
Triumphing in its wantonness it emptied the streets; swept flesh before it; and coming smack against a dust cart standing outside the Army and Navy Stores, scattered along the pavement a litter of old envelopes; twists of hair; papers already blood smeared, yellow smeared, smudged with print and sent them scudding to plaster legs, lamp posts, pillar boxes, and fold themselves frantically against area railings. (P. 126)
The body is fragmented; it is reduced to flesh that is swept along, but not up: there is a distinct lack of harmony or system in this act of sanitation. In The Years, humans are waste products in search of still more waste to sustain them; the streets are full of 'scavengers . . . sluicing the pavements' of 'all the litter of the day' ( p. 112). Bodily stench is not confined to the city, either: a pervasive filth demarcates even the countryside, where farmyards are 'strong-smelling, acrid from the sour smell of manure' ( p. 239). In this novel, waste prevails.
Woolf 's embrace of waste in The Years is partly rooted in economic change: as the stark divide between rich and poor lessens at the outset of the twentieth century, her historical novel details an upper class forced to become newly acquainted with its own filthy underbelly. Maggie Pargiter explains that she dines in the basement as she hasn't any servants, a situation which perhaps explains the dirt and strewn papers in her home ( p. 247). Sara Pargiter, of similarly reduced circumstances, repeatedly likens her house to a little smelly cave constructed of mud and dung ( pp. 164, 256) . By extension, Woolf continually points out the abject: at 29 The Years (1937; London 1992). one juncture, Sara unwittingly sports a smudge of dirt on her nose, and offers a relative underdone mutton described as a 'rather stringy disagreeable object . . . bleeding into the well' ( pp. 280). In this same scene it emerges that Sara's taps don't run, and her relative compares her neighbourhood to a slum -a conflation of high and low seems to be under way. Wealth is no longer pristine, and Woolf exposes the sources of characters' financial well-being, describing Eleanor Pargiter's tenants as people who inhabit homes that are like leaking bodies, with oozing roofs and gutters, and unpleasantly odoriferous sinks and drains ( pp. 81-6).
Woolf 's openness towards the visceral in The Years includes her least inhibited examination of the human body: characters 'masticat[e] . . . mouthful[s] of cold mutton', have smelly breath, and tell 'smutty stories ' ( pp. 88, 192, 195) . Base longings are frankly exposed. Watching her mother on her deathbed, Delia Pargiter observes: 'There she was -soft, decayed but everlasting, lying in the cleft of the pillows . . . an impediment to all life' ( p. 18). Rather than clinging to an absent vitality, Delia openly wishes for the death of her decomposing mother. Similarly overt is an incident in which Martin Pargiter is asked to escort a young woman in to dinner: 'She had white arms; a white dress; and a pearl necklace. Purely virginal, he said to himself; and only an hour ago I was lying stark naked in my bath in Ebury Street' ( p. 219). This may well be the most explicit stream-of-consciousness moment in Woolf: in Martin's formulation, cleanliness is a conduit to 'filthy' thinking. Purity is enthusiastically sullied still further when, while endeavouring to maintain polite conversation at dinner, a red splash trickled onto the lady's dress. But she did not move a muscle; she went on talking. Then she straightened the clean napkin that had been brought her, nonchalantly, over the stain.
That's what I like, Martin thought. He admired that. She would have blown her fingers on her nose like an applewoman if she wanted to, he thought. (P. 223)
In Mrs Dalloway, Peter Walsh marvels at reading a frank discussion of water-closets in a respectable London newspaper, but most characters in The Years long to push the bounds of propriety still further. Eleanor Pargiter recovers quickly from her niece's reference to sanitary towels; although she initially feels 'a ripple of unpleasant sensation', she observes that it is evanescent: 'what was solid in her body it did not touch, she realised after a moment' ( p. 293). Throughout The Years, the solid body triumphs over the intellect.
Shortly thereafter, Eleanor is so thrilled by her acquisition of a 'shower bath' that she tells her guests about it at a party, even briefly entertaining her nephew in the bathroom so she can show it off to full advantage ( pp. 269 -70). In one sense, Eleanor's excitement is an extension of Victorian sanitation mania. But her facile enthusiasm does not go unremarked; she is openly mocked by her relatives, who later discuss -with genuine scepticism -the possibility of '"improv[ing] ourselves"' while '"sitting on the edge of the sofa"' or, they add, poking fun, the bath ( p. 275). Forced to live amidst waste, characters in The Years lose both their inhibitions and their belief in social improvement; what results is a novel attuned to the visceralities of the everyday, including a presentation of bodies -cities, homes, and individuals -that reek and are fragmented, thereby proving more whole. In turn, Woolf 's embrace of abjection and rejection of progress in The Years seeps into the very foundation of Between the Acts, wherein she does not refute, celebrate, or toy with human waste, but yields wholly to its production.
Cesspoolage
The first sentence of Between the Acts 30 reads: 'It was a summer's night and they were talking, in the big room with the windows open to the garden, about the cesspool' ( p. 7). A cesspool is a hole in the ground that receives sewage drained or dumped from nearby buildings; it is a sanitation method scarcely one step beyond the nomadic process of defecating anyand everywhere. Cesspools are arduous to clean and are often poorly maintained. When full, they are covered over; because cesspools have a propensity to leach waste, they can contaminate groundwater around entire settlements. By the late nineteenth century, cesspools had been phased out of most European centres. In Modern Methods of Sewage Disposal (1894), George E. Waring describes the last few remaining cesspools in the UK as 'the great sanitary curse of the country'.
31 Four years later, E. C. S. Moore's comprehensive guide to sanitary engineering -a volume of 621 pages -includes only one brief, condemnatory discussion of cesspools.
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Between the Acts centres on an annual pageant hosted by the Olivers, the family that occupies Pointz Hall, a country home in the village of Hogben's Folly. The novel is set in 1939, about sixty or seventy years after the height of the campaign to rid England of its most rudimentary sewage systems. And yet Woolf 's book opens with the discussion of a plan to bring running water to Hogben's Folly, and then build a cesspool, presumably as a catch-all for the increased household run-off. The conversation amongst the Olivers and their guests clarifies that the cesspool that has yet to be built, as its location is a matter of conjecture. But cesspools and indoor plumbing are rarely ever constructed simultaneously. What might be built alongside a waterworks is a sewage pumping station of the sort planned for the lot adjacent to the Woolfs ' Monks House in 1938. 33 This biographical detail may have inspired Woolf 's fictional cesspool, but while a sewage pumping station is modern and efficient, a cesspool is antiquated and stagnant. In other words, at the very outset of Between the Acts, Woolf describes an innovation that is a regression: in her narrative, progress goes backwards.
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Sanitation signals a regressive progression throughout. Bart Oliver tells us: the site they had chosen for the cesspool was, if he had heard aright, on the Roman road. From an aeroplane, he said, you could still see, plainly marked, the scars made by the Britons; by the Romans; by the Elizabethan manor house; and by the plough, when they ploughed the hill to grow wheat in the Napoleonic wars. (P. 7)
Here the cesspool is the culmination of civilisation thus far; the bathos inherent to this presentation is lost on Bart, presumably because he defines himself as a member of similar imperial forces -the Indian Civil Service -even in retirement. The comedy is not lost on visitor Mrs Ralph Manresa, a woman said to be capable of 'stirr[ing] the stagnant pool' of Bart's 'old heart' ( p. 86). This metaphor curiously likens Bart to a cesspool, even as it reinforces Manresa's attraction to substances 33 The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Olivier Bell and Andrew McNeillie, 5 vols. (London 1981-8) volv., p. 163. 34 By contrast, in Roger Fry: A Biography (1940; London 2003) , Woolf refers to a cesspool in a more historicised context: 'The house in which Roger Fry set up his workshop is there today -a house with a past of its own, a Georgian past, a Victorian past. A lady remembered it in her childhood; the Pre-Raphaelites, she said, had congregated there, and either Rossetti's legs had appeared through the ceiling or the floor had given way and the dinner-table had crashed through into the cesspool beneath -which, she could not remember ' ( p. 190) . The emphasis on pastness here firmly situates the cesspool (this one constructed indoors, as many were) in the realm of the relic. degraded or degrading. In the Olivers' barn during the pageant interval, Manresa considers congratulating the organisers on the decorations, which someone has admitted are '"left over from the Coronation"' ( p. 74). This claim causes Manresa to recall 'An anecdote . . . about a public lavatory built to celebrate the same occasion, and how the Mayor . . . Could she tell it? No' ( p. 74). Manresa's scarcely repressed tale reaffirms connections between the glories of empire and the availability of modern conveniences: the 1936 crowning of George VI was commemorated by the construction of lavatories in some undisclosed British town. By putting coronation decorations up in the lavatory, the mayor in question collapses any respectful distance between monarchy and excrement. So-called progress is thus less admirable than absurd; Manresa clearly approves.
'Vulgar in her whole person', Manresa is a vestige of the modernist propensity for aestheticising waste; she likens herself to things considered basethe servant classes, the natural world -and offers her hosts 'gobbets of gossip, mere trash' while fingering the cherry stones left over from lunch ( pp. 33 -4) . Occasionally, Woolf 's narrator follows Manresa in toying with waste, playing with the possibility that sewage may well summarise the best of Western civilisation. Thus, while Hogben's Folly is understood to have remained the same for generations, 'On the other hand there were the new-comers . . . bringing the old houses up to date, adding bathrooms' ( p. 56). A willingness to install water-closets is ascribed to the nouveau riche; the next sentence details where this money has come from: 'And a scatter of odds and ends, like Cobbet of Cobbs Corner, retired, it was understood, on a pension from a tea plantation'. Cobbet is the fragment of an imperialist whole bent on keeping its waste as distant as the sources of its wealth. While plumbing is only associated with colonising upstarts, it seems that the long-entrenched residents of Pointz Hall do not rely on earth closets either; in one of the bedrooms, 'a white circle marked the place where the slop pail had stood by the wash stand' ( p. 53). Woolf 's narrator links the tidying wrought by new sanitary technologies to the illusion of subjective completion: 'Homes will be built. Each flat with its refrigerator, in the crannied wall. Each of us a free man; plates washed by machinery . . . all liberated; made whole' ( p. 127). But technological management of the body is not necessarily progressive: the pageant depicts the working classes 'digging and delving' ditches through the ages, singing songs about things 'remain[ing] forever the same ' ( pp. 89, 98) .
Waste permeates Woolf 's narrative, as mephitic as the foul or noxious air emitted from stagnant sewage, a lingering presence in keeping with the heavy atmosphere of Between the Acts. Air is in short supply on this hot June day spent awaiting a turgid local pageant. Characters continually gasp for breath: Bart Oliver's sister Lucy pants as she ascends the stairs ( p. 52); George Oliver watches the sucking flanks of his grandfather's dog ( p. 13); Manresa's social breaches are seen as a much-needed breath of fresh air ( p. 33). Air allows and obscures talk, so that William Dodge and Isa Oliver mutter under their breath, and gusts repeatedly render inaudible the words of the pageant actors. These are not the only words that get carried away; at one point, the narrator offers a particularly overblown description of a breeze:
And then a breeze blew and all the muslin blinds fluttered out, as if some majestic goddess, rising from her throne among her peers, had tossed her amber-coloured raiment, and the other gods, seeing her rise and go, laughed, and their laughter floated her on. (P. 55) This idealised breeze arrives at an uncomfortable social juncture; with similar function, the references to air flow throughout attempt to revive stalled moments, to resuscitate the narrative body. This motif recalls the introductory cesspool, in part because it is discussed 'in the big room with the windows open to the garden', as if to ventilate the waste-laden chat ( p. 7). The connection is also etymological: while the derivation of 'cesspool' is uncertain, it is believed to be an alteration of the Old French souspirail, meaning vent or breathing hole; presumably the association lies in the relief from widespread odour a cesspool might provide. By still further etymological extension, the French and Middle English verbs 'to breathe' are thought to come from the Latin suspirare, meaning to sigh. And there is a remarkable amount of sighing in Between the Acts, particularly in the fidgety, sleepy interval between lunch and performance. This sighing is tied to a need for patience in the midst of a lacklustre anticipation, a local expectation that parallels the dread of the more pressing international matter at hand. Between the Acts begins as Germany occupies Austria and Czechoslovakia; in less than three months England will enter the Second World War. Europe, in other words, has become a political cesspool. 35 Air, then, is unavailable both metaphorically and literally, as a world-wide waste of the life breath betokens is on the way.
With this history in view, the pageant refrain 'dispersed are we' invokes not only the audience at the play's interval and close, but also a soon to be dispatched army, and the diffusing, removing, separating, and redistribution of something from a main source or centre -a systematisation akin to modern sewage systems. 36 In this latter regard, the refrain proves prophetic. For as the play concludes, the audience is, briefly, less dispersed than harmonious: 'the distracted united' -'all comprehending; all enlisted' ( p. 131). Reverend Streatfield ascends a soap-box, much to the dismay of his increasingly secular listeners. The Reverend is meant to make a coherent pronouncement on the play and offer thanks; his words are disregarded, but the audience observes with evident pleasure the yellow stain on his forefinger, and the way he reaches for his tobacco pouch as he speaks. Giving way to bodily desires somehow 'mitigate[s] the horror' of the Reverend's aseptic suggestion that the fragmented play reminds us that 'Each is part of the whole' ( pp. 132 -3). Traditionally, biblically, holiness entails keeping viscerality at bay; here both audience and narrator suggest that stains and uncontrolled longings redeem. 37 The audience then turns to appreciate Pointz Hall, with its 'flaming windows, each daubed with golden sun', only to think of 'a crack in the boiler; perhaps a hole in the carpet' ( p. 137). Illuminated harmony is disrupted by the abjection that inhabits any functioning body. But these thoughts do not disturb; after recognising this fragmentation, the audience simply exits: 'Dispersed are we, the gramophone informed them . . . One hailed another, and they dispersed ' ( p. 137) . By the novel's end, Woolf 's characters are resigned to waste, and likened to waste.
Woolf extends this conflation of waste and the individual to writing via Miss La Trobe, pageant writer and director. In pursuing an artistic vocation, the overwrought La Trobe describes herself as 'one who seethes wandering bodies and floating voices in a cauldron, and makes rise up from its amorphous mass a recreated world ' ( p. 108) . But La Trobe harms as much as she creates: her words 'peppe[r] the audience as with a shower 36 Woolf 's use of the term 'dispersal' in Between the Acts recalls Richard Dalloway's claim in her first novel that the British empire is built on '"The dispersion of the best ideas over the greatest area"' ( p. 67). 37 Freud identified the systematic repression of individual impulses and bodily functioning as central to civilisation, and we repeatedly witness characters struggling between controlling and yielding to the physical self throughout Between the Acts. The thinnest veneer of restraint pervades the day's events: the unpredictable village idiot does not disgrace himself, Giles stomps on animals and jerks furniture, but does not unleash his physical aggression on any person. Some break free of propriety: Manresa has 'given up dealing with her figure and thus gained freedom', while Bart Oliver 'gave up the game' of remaining conscious in public, falling asleep because 'he couldn't be bothered' to maintain appearances (Between the Acts, pp. 34, 52). of hard little stones', and those gathered feel genuinely pained ( pp. 58-9). As such, every play is 'a failure. Another damned failure!' and La Trobe treats her manuscript as the waste she feels it is, crushing it between her hands ( p. 87). Stagnation is the outcome of La Trobe's writing; she believes she has 'suffered triumph, humiliation, ecstasy, despair -for nothing ' ( p. 146) . And the narrator tells the reader to concur, denouncing the play as meaningless verbiage and repetition ( pp. 67, 69) . La Trobe's language is held up for specific derision: mooing cows intone the feeling of her play better than her actors. Dissatisfied with the rotten fruit of her labours, La Trobe goes to the pub, where the smell of stale beer inspires her: Words impossibly wonderful and meaningless rise above the meagre level of 'intolerably laden dumb oxen'; here La Trobe is as mired -and as uncommunicative -as the beasts themselves. The reference to fertility thus lies fallow: this is not an exalted state, nor a cyclical creativity. Unlike the servants of Pointz Hall, La Trobe cannot generate a story out of detritus found in a lily pond, a story that haunts the imagination for generations. Her writing is not lily pond, but cesspoolage; it is just waste, and the narrator is prepared to let it be waste. This willingness is neither sanitising nor joyous celebration; it is not a nostalgic recovery of the regenerative qualities of the written word. 38 For while Woolf delights in mocking 38 Woolf 's depiction of La Trobe's creativity differs distinctly in kind from Yeats's 'foul rag and bone shop of the heart' in 'The Circus Animals' Desertion'. Both authors ostensibly conflate the body and its creativity with waste, but, as Jerome McGann points out, the rag and bone shop is perhaps not quite as abject as it first appears: high-quality paper was constructed from the rags collected at these late Victorian businesses. For McGann, Yeats's poem is steeped in a process of 'harking back to particular form of social life that had come under threat of extinction from those powers that seemed so inimical to men like Blake, Ruskin, Morris -and Yeats' (Black Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism (Princeton 1993) p. 7). By 'powers', McGann refers to the explosion of commercial book production, and the sullying of good literature this popular culture was presumed to generate. For McGann, Yeats's poem is ultimately a nostalgic return to the regenerative qualities of the written word and human experience. Woolf 's presentation of this failure, by contrast, lacks nostalgia. her authorial figure, she is less exuberant when discussing the outcome of her writing, about which she feels not repugnance, fear, or fascinationthe emotions Kristeva considers central to our relationship with the abject. Instead, Woolf is simply resigned to the fact that La Trobe will write another play, and it too will fail to communicate.
Resignation
The suggestion that La Trobe is mired in meaningless language is a condemnation of writing, but her insistence on writing regardless affirms the sheer banality of that very act. La Trobe will fail again, and fail better. And if there is an author who best continues the regressive progression of Between the Acts, it is assuredly Samuel Beckett. Resignation is a yielding of the individual will, and Beckett is its pre-eminent theorist. In Proust, 39 he insists that 'wisdom consists not in the satisfaction but the ablation of desire' ( p. 18). Wisdom is a gradual removal of longing and a giving over of the self to the external world, including its waste. 'Ablation' carries away the superficial or symptomatic, and involves clarifying or purifying an area -a place or the human body. By definition, ablation recognises an inevitable accretion elsewhere of waste material or dead matter. Beckett associates human progress not with accumulation, but with an endless paring away of the self and its longings, while acknowledging that these parings are an inescapable part of an endlessly fruitless, inevitable process. Beckett's narratives are like renderings of these past accumulations; he repeatedly conflates the self resigned with the waste matter generated by that very self.
Waste forms an integral part of Beckett's fictions, which are as visceral, counterproductive, and fragmented (if begrudgingly entire) as is Between the Acts. If La Trobe's manipulation of language is likened to oxen ploughing through mud, Beckett's How It Is (1961) extends this metaphor to its breaking point: his unidentified speaker wallows in mud -porcine and stagnant -for the duration. 40 In How It Is, language production is wallowing; the speaker tries to stop producing wasteful emissions, but they prove relentless: 'that's enough end of extracts yes or no . . . witness no scribe all alone and yet I hear it murmur it all alone in the dark the mud and yet . . . and now to continue ' ( p. 84 Relentlessly prone, the speaker has an infantile relationship with the external world, one reduced to base functions like eating, breathing, and excreting; continual references to panting and catching the breath echo the survivalist viscerality of Woolf 's last book. But the speaker is also comprehensibly part of the masses, billions of people attempting to understand 'the old business of life in this sewer why want us all alike' -principles of harmony and universality are challenged in this reference to sanitisation. Progress is repeatedly defied, and excrement is the emblem of that stagnation: 'with that of a slowness difficult to conceive the procession we are talking of a procession advancing in jerks or spasms like shit in the guts' ( p. 124). Language spasms like the bowels, looping back on itself, repeating the same old activities, the same old refrains. As in Between the Acts, resignation facilitates Beckett's narrative yielding to human waste, his insistent proximity to the abhorrent. So the speaker of How It Is expresses admiration for someone who has given up, announcing: 'I too will renounce I will have no more desires' ( p. 56). Proclaiming a willingness to renounce is, of course, an assertion of the very desire that is ostensibly forsaken. Beckett asserts this regressively progressive formula throughout his writings, as when the speaker of How It Is describes his journey as ignorant and knowing, driven and stationary: 'to go unwitting all here unwitting . . . never from never towards ' ( p. 114) . Later this procession is 'an image in its discontinuity': 'made up of stages and of halts and of those stages of which the journey is the sum' ( p. 126). The speaker will not even suggest that the journey is a movement, only an image of a discontinuous movement, a whole comprised of a lack of progress and a refusal of completion. This situation is perhaps only tolerable by a figure who cannot express desire: 'resigned to an olive' the speaker receives a cherry instead, but irritation does not prevail as the speaker has 'no preference no searching not even for a language meet for me meet for here no more searching ' ( p. 17) . In eschewing preference and longing, Beckett's resigned speaker has lost the sense of a coherent self and, as a consequence, the repugnance associated with the abject.
With wonderfully stagnant diction, the speaker of How It Is proclaims: 'abject abject ages each heroic seen from the next when will the last come when was my golden every rat has its heyday I say it as I hear it' ( p. 10). History is defined by the repetition of abjection, and by those who feed on that endlessness. Our protagonist is among this number, stating baldly:
gives herself up to her wastefulness, who resigns. Woolf 's resignation is indubitably tied to a changed perspective on the subject -to the burgeoning recognition that defining the subject whole and entire is no longer viable. Her resignation is also inextricable from the onslaught of another world war that Woolf found herself unable to live through. But while resignation commonly refers to an acceptance of despair, it has been argued that we might think of it less as a form of disappointment than as a plausible beginning. 44 As such, La Trobe's non-regenerative mire may well be Woolf 's most significant gesture in Between the Acts. While nodding towards more traditional conceptualisations of waste -the relationship between productivity and sanitation, Manresa's comic baseness -Woolf 's book encourages us to remain resigned to the unproductive dispersion of La Trobe's writing, and of language more generally. This acceptance is quietly monumental, being both the culmination of Woolf 's reconciliation to abjection and a precursor to attitudes towards waste that will resurface in the literatures of the latter half of the twentieth century.
